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BOOK REVIEWS*
* Permission to reprint a book review in this section
may be obtained only from the author.
Das Deuteronomium: Politische Theologie
und Rechtsreform in Juda und Assyrien. By
Eckart Otto. Beihefte zur Zeitschrift für
die alttestamentliche Wissenschaft, Band 284.
Berlin and New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1999.
Pp. x + 432. E 101.24.
Eckart Otto believes that the circular arguments
spawned by attempting to date one biblical text
by another, notably by pegging portions of  Deu-
teronomy to the reign of  Josiah, can be made
straight through unimpeachable signs of  depen-
dency on certain seventh-century cuneiform docu-
ments, principally the so-called Vassal Treaties
of  Esarhaddon (VTE) and various oracles pro-
claimed on behalf  of  the same king. The political
genesis of  Deuteronomy stemmed from resis-
tance to Neo-Assyrian hegemony, expressed in
the creation of  a pre-Deuteronomic loyalty oath
to YHWH, incorporating elements of  the VTE
and inspired in part by the necessity of  countering
the cult of  the imperial god Assur, with its single
temple located in the ancient religious capital,
by a centralized cult and temple dedicated to the
patron god YHWH in Jerusalem. This Urdeu-
teronomium, an anti-Assyrian loyalty oath to
YHWH, with vestigial traces in Deut. 13:2–19
and 28:20–44, was created in the seventh century,
probably during the reign of  Josiah (pp. 6–14,
32–90). The Esarhaddon oracles, with their em-
phasis on divinely promised salvation from ene-
mies, “covenants” (adê) and religious obligations
of  the king, are ultimately behind elements of
the familiar Exodus story, with its destruction of
Pharaoh’s army, and the very covenant theology
of  the Hebrew Scriptures (pp. 73–88). Deuter-
onomy, at heart a work rooted in opposition to
Assyrian cultural, political, and religious in-
fluence, utilized elements of  borrowed covenant
theology to subvert Neo-Assyrian royal theology,
most notably a Q source (portions of  Exodus 14,
19, and 34), and the aforesaid loyalty oath to
YHWH, all composed a few decades prior to the
primary redaction of  Deuteronomy (pp. 76–90
324– 40). In addition to cuneiform texts com-
posed during the reign of  Esarhaddon, Deuter-
onomy reveals signs of  direct influence from the
Middle Assyrian Laws, tablet A (MAL.A), and
portions of  the Covenant Code, Exodus 20–23
(chap. 4, passim). Cult centralization, with the
attendant closing of  the local high places, neces-
sitated a number of  judicial reforms, including
the creation of  a professional judiciary (pp. 89–
90, 238–65).1 The model for these legal reforms
was the MAL.A, which in Otto’s analysis reveal
a shift away from private law and the risks of
blood feud in favor of  adjudication by public
authorities (pp. 196–202). Otto’s volume is
simply structured, with a succinct fourteen-page
summary in chap. 1, a disquisition on the inscrip-
tions of  Esarhaddon and Deuteronomy (chap. 2),
a hundred pages dealing with the background of
the MAL.A and its structure, which includes a
critical edition with full apparatus and bibliog-
raphy (chap. 3), and a final book-length chapter
on the legal reforms of  Deuteronomy 12–26.
Parallels between the curses of  Deuteronomy
28 and the VTE were noticed almost immediately
upon publication of  the editio princeps2 and
command widespread assent with the biblical
studies guild today.3 There remain many problems
1 Otto is here indebted to Bernard M. Levinson,
“The Hermeneutics of  Innovation: The Impact of
Centralization upon the Structure, Sequence and Ref-
ormation of  Legal Material in Deuteronomy” (Ph.D.,
Brandeis University, 1991); Bernard M. Levinson, Deu-
teronomy and the Hermeneutics of Legal Innovation
(New York and Oxford, 1997).
2 Donald J. Wiseman, “The Vassal-Treaties of  Esar-
haddon,” Iraq 20 (1958): 1–99 and pls.; R. Frankena,
“The Vassal-Treaties of  Esarhaddon and the Dating of
Deuteronomy,” Oudtestamentische Studiën 14 (1965):
122–54.
3 “The remarkable correspondence in sequence
between vv. 26–33 and VTE 39–42, the combination
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with this ascription, however, not least of  which
is the minute portion of  the VTE that figures in
even the most optimistic studies of  Deuteronomy,
the formal nature of  cuneiform treaties, and the
vexatious matter of  circulation of  ideas. Otto
argues that the genre of  the loyalty oath died
with Nineveh in 612 and that Josiah’s court is
the best candidate for Israelite exposure to VTE.
Unfortunately, no treaties have survived from the
Neo-Babylonian chancelleries,4 so we are not at
liberty to rule out post-Assyrian models. Also,
since we are talking about academic settings,
where texts such as the Code of  Hammurabi
were copied for over a thousand years as part of
the scribal curriculum, why is it not possible to
suppose that fragmentary copies of  the VTE were
available in exilic and postexilic Babylonia, pre-
served in temples, on the analogy of  the inscrip-
tions of  Assurbanipal that influenced the drafting
of  the Cyrus Cylinder in Babylon?5 Finally, and
I think most cogently, we have excellent evidence
that curse clauses circulated extensively through-
out the Fertile Crescent, probably through the
medium of  Imperial Aramaic rather than Akka-
dian. Several highly specific parallels between the
curses of  the Aramaic portion of  the late ninth-
century Tell Fakhariyah bilingual and Micah 6:15,
Isa. 5:10, 30:30, Hag. 1:6, and Lev. 26:26 have
been teased out, and even closer biblical parallels
may be traced in the eighth-century Sefire in-
scription,6 but I know of  no one who has argued
for direct incorporation into the Hebrew Bible
on the strength of  them. Positing direct borrowing
from one cognate literature into another, when
there is so much evidence for extensive behind-
the-scenes circulation of  concrete concepts and
colorful figures of  speech in the case of  ancient
Near Eastern curses, is a project fraught with
methodological peril.
Otto’s novel contention that portions of  Deu-
teronomy demonstrate the redactional influence of
the MAL.A bears comment. All of  the MAL texts
with the exception of  MAL.A consist of  a single
exemplar, found in the southwestern courtyard
of  the Assur temple at Assur and in the rooms
around the courtyard. The texts form part of  100-
odd Middle Assyrian tablets, which may have be-
longed to the temple library or which constituted
a separate collection.7 A piece of  MAL.A bears
a Kouyunjik number, suggesting it may have
been part of  Assurbanipal’s library, perhaps trans-
ported to Nineveh from Assur in antiquity, or it
may have been excavated at Assur and received
an erroneous K number.8 Although several Middle
Assyrian belletristic compositions were copied
by Neo-Assyrian scribes, and numerous Neo-
Assyrian copies of  the Old Babylonian Code of
Hammurabi are attested,9 the virtual invisibility
of  the MAL outside the environs of  the ancient
Assur temple suggests rather forcefully that the
MAL did not form part of  the intellectual canon
of  the Neo-Assyrian capital cities, much less that
of  the vassal states on the westernmost marches of
the empire.
Otto’s contention that knowledge of  cunei-
form law in Palestine quickened its tempo in the
seventh century (pp. 3, 213) is not borne out by
the archaeological evidence to date. Only six
cuneiform tablets have been recovered from
Iron Age contexts in Israel, two of  which were
probably imported: two real-estate conveyances
7 Olof  Pedersén, Archives and Libraries in the An-
cient Near East 1500–300 B.C. (Bethesda, Maryland,
1998), pp. 83–84, 132–33.
8 K 10135 = MAL A (VAT 10,000 = KAV I) i.1–26;
J. N. Postgate, “Assyrian Texts and Fragments,” Iraq 35
(1973): 19–21.
9 See the extensive list of  texts in G. R. Driver
and J. C. Miles, eds. and trans., The Babylonian Laws,
vol. 2, Transliterated Text, Translation, Philological
Notes, Glossary (Oxford, 1952–55), pp. 1–22.
of  motifs shared by vv. 23–24 and VTE 63–64, and
the thematic order common to vv. 20–44 and VTE 56
make it certain that Deuteronomy depends here on
Assyrian treaty documents.” Richard D. Nelson,
Deuteronomy: A Commentary, Old Testament Library
(Louisville, Kentucky and London, 2002), p. 326.
4 Two letters from the Nabopolassar Dynasty
mention the existence of  adê between individuals and
the king; John A. Brinkman, “Political Covenants,
Treaties, and Loyalty Oaths in Babylonia and between
Assyria and Babylonia,” in Luciano Canfora, Mario
Liverani, and Carlo Zaccagnini, eds., I tratti nel mondo
antico: forma, ideologia, funzione, Saggi di storia an-
tica, vol. 2 (Rome, 1990), p. 103, n. 95.
5 J. Harmatta, “Literary Patterns of  the Babylonian
Edict of  Cyrus,” Acta Antiqua 19 (1971): 217–31.
6 See Kevin J. Cathcart, “The Curses in Old Aramaic
Inscriptions,” in Kevin J. Cathcart and Michael Maher,
eds., Targumic and Cognate Studies: Essays in Honour
of Martin McNamara, Journal for the Study of  the
Old Testament Supplement Series, vol. 250 (Sheffield,
1996), pp. 140–52.
One [Body] Line Long
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from Gezer,10 a bread list from Tell Keisan,11 an
animal-sales contract from Samaria,12 a Persian-
period Neo-Babylonian baked tablet from Tel
Mikhmoret,13 and a Lamastu incantation frag-
ment from the Shephelah.14 These finds do not
include fragments of  Assyrian royal steles or
inscribed seals. In contrast, over 40 cuneiform
tablets from the Amarna Age and earlier have
been recovered in Syria-Palestine, a figure that
does not include the Tell el-Amarna trove of  im-
perial correspondence found in Egypt.15 First-
millennium Palestine, pace Otto, experienced
a decline in exposure to cuneiform literature in
comparison with the Bronze Age, probably for
the simple reason that Imperial Aramaic and
other dialects of  Northwest Semitic had dis-
placed peripheral Akkadian as the lingua franca
of  commerce, diplomacy, and national self-
expression. Israel, inch for inch, has enjoyed
archaeological digs of  an intensity unequalled
anywhere in the globe; yet we are still waiting
for the discovery of  a cuneiform archive to cor-
roborate the idea that Judahite intelligentsia had
ready access to cuneiform text genres represen-
tative of  those of  palace and temple archives of
the Neo-Assyrian heartland.
Cuneiform literacy per se was not sufficient to
gain access to the scientific and belletristic literary
heritage of  Mesopotamia. Parpola has produced
intriguing evidence that a functional level of
cuneiform literacy may have been significantly
more common than heretofore assumed among
Neo-Assyrian military administrators and other
professionals who would have benefited from the
capacity to evaluate texts independently.16 Yet,
even if  knowledge of  a basic CV-VC syllabary
permitted governors to write their own letters to
the king when scribes were in short supply, it is
improbable that the arcana of  temple and palace
library could be read or indeed could even have
been seen by individuals outside the highly strati-
fied court savants’ guilds. We know, for ex-
ample, that the origins of  several textual corpora
were ascribed to the gods, and access to the
celestial omen series Enuma Anu Enlil, the
exorcists’ corpus and the lamentation singers’
corpus was restricted: the uninitiated were for-
bidden to see the secrets of  the sage (nisirti apkalli
pâ mudû la immar).17 Even in the Late Bronze
Age, when scribal schools on the Mediterranean
littoral presumably trafficked more actively in
specimens of  cuneiform literary erudition, the
range of  attested genres is surprisingly narrow:
syllabaries and lexical lists, myths, liver models,
incantations, wisdom literature.
In the first millennium, cuneiform documents
begin to distinguish between Assyrian and Ara-
maic scribes, tupsar assurayu and tupsar armaªu
or sepiru. According to Laurie Pearce, there are no
references to tupsar assurayu in administrative
documents, whereas tupsar armaªu occur only
in connection with administrative documents.18
Who were the bilingual scribes in the courts of
Hezekiah, Manasseh, and Josiah, crucial function-
aries in the diplomatic network linking Nineveh
16 Simo Parpola, “The Man without a Scribe and the
Question of  Literacy in the Assyrian Empire,” in Ana
sadî Labnani lu allik: Beiträge zu altorientalischen und
mittelmeerischen Kulturen: Festschrift für Wolfgang
Röllig, Alter Orient und Altes Testament, vol. 247
(Kevelaer, 1997), pp. 315–24.
17 Simo Parpola, “A Letter from Samas-sumu-ukin
to Esarhaddon,” Iraq 34 (1972): 21–34; Francesca
Rochberg, “Scribes and Scholars: The tupsar Enuma
Anu Enlil,” Joachim Marzahn and Hans Neumann, eds.,
Assyriologica et Semitica: Festschrift für Joachim
Oelsner anläßlich seines 65. Geburtstages am 18.
Februar 1997, Alter Orient und Altes Testament,
vol. 252 (Münster, 2000), pp. 360–64.
18 Laurie E. Pearce, “Sepiru and lúA.BA: Scribes of
the Late First Millennium,” Karel van Lerberghe and
Gabriela Voet, eds., in Languages and Cultures in Con-
tact: At the Crossroads of Civilizations in the Syro-
Mesopotamian Realm: Proceedings of the 42th [sic]
RAI, Orientalia Lovaniensia Analecta, vol. 96 (Louvain,
1999), pp. 362–63.
10 R. A. Stewart Macalister, The Excavations of
Gezer 1902–1905 and 1907–1909 (London, 1912),
pp. 22–29, figs. 1–3; Bob Becking, “The Two Neo-
Assyrian Documents from Gezer in Their Historical
Context,” Jaarbericht van het Vooraziatisch-Egyptisch
Genootschap “Ex Oriente Lux” 27 (1981–82): 76–89.
11 R. M. Sigrist, “Une tablette cunéiforme de Tell
Keisan,” IEJ 32 (1982): 32–35.
12 Veysel Donbaz, “Once Again F.16 (= Samaria
1825),” N.A.B.U. 1998/22.
13 Y. Porath, S. M. Paley, and R. R. Stieglitz, “Mikh-
moret, Tell,” in Ephraim Stern, ed., The New Encyclo-
pedia of Archaeological Excavations in the Holy Land,
vol. 3 (New York and London, 1993), pp. 1044–45.
14 Mordechai Cogan, “A Lamashtu Plaque from the
Judaean Shephelah,” IEJ 45 (1995): 155–61.
15 Karel van der Toorn, “Cuneiform Documents
from Syria-Palestine: Texts, Scribes, and Schools,”
ZDPV 116 (2000): 97–99.
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and Jerusalem? The tupsar armaªu and probably
the *tupsar iaudaªu but almost certainly not the
tupsar assurayu. The issue of  general Hebrew or
Aramaic literacy in seventh-century Judah has no
real bearing on the question of  the likelihood of
exposure to the MAL;19 the question is whether
the mandatory bilingual scribes who associated
with the putative redactors of  Deuteronomy (or
were themselves the redactors) would have en-
countered the MAL in the course of  their train-
ing, and the answer is almost certainly negative.
Otto raises a plethora of  questions critical to
the understanding of  the role that a century of
Neo-Assyrian vassalship played in the formation
of  the Hebrew Scriptures. If  Deuteronomy was
indeed a product of  the seventh century, the per-
spicacious historian is obliged to leave no stone
unturned in searching for traces of  Mesopotamian
influence, and this book has materially advanced
that quest. Otto manages to avoid the worst ex-
cesses of  Pan-Babylonismus by consistently high-
lighting what is original and unique to the Hebrew
Scriptures and not just what was borrowed and
half-digested from Assyria. His fluency in cu-
neiform legal documents enables him to deal per-
ceptively with genre and structural similarities
between the composition of  MAL.A and Deuter-
onomy in addition to obvious parallels in content
which have been noted by others.20 His argument
that Deut. 13:2–10 and 17:2–7 constituted an Ur-
deuteronomium is novel, and his analysis of  the
reworking of  the Book of  the Covenant as central
ingredient to the Deuteronomic legal reform is
sufficiently detailed to command the attention
of  anyone studying the redactional history of
Deuteronomy. While I do not follow Otto in his
extrabiblical correlations with documents from
the reign of  Esarhaddon, the exercise of  coming
to terms with our author’s learned exposition of
Mesopotamian influences on Deuteronomy has
forced me to reexamine the Sitz im Leben of  that
biblical text and profitably to explore ways that
Assyrian hegemony might have motivated minor
religious communities in Syria-Palestine to resist
an empire.
Steven W. Holloway
American Theological Library Association
Chicago
20 MAL.A ss12–16//Deut. 22:22–29, MAL.A s8//
Deut. 25:11–12.
A Dictionary of Jewish Babylonian Aramaic of
the Talmudic and Geonic Periods. By Michael
Sokoloff. Dictionaries of  Talmud, Midrash
and Targum III and Publications of  the Com-
prehensive Aramaic Lexicon Project. Ramat
Gan: Bar Ilan University Press; Baltimore and
London: The Johns Hopkins University Press,
2002. Pp. 1,582. $160.
A Dictionary of Jewish Palestinian Aramaic of
the Byzantine Period. 2d ed. By Michael
Sokoloff. Dictionaries of  Talmud, Midrash
and Targum II and Publications of  the Com-
prehensive Aramaic Lexicon Project. Ramat
Gan: Bar Ilan University Press; Baltimore
and London: The Johns Hopkins University
Press, 2002. Pp. 847. $109.
A Dictionary of Judean Aramaic. By Michael
Sokoloff. Ramat Gan: Bar Ilan University
Press, 2003. Pp. 88.
Michael Sokoloff  of  Bar Ilan University has
been the most prolific publisher of  dictionaries
19 Much has been written on schools and literacy in
monarchic Israel and Judah, surprisingly little of  which
deals systematically with the variety and extent of  the
extant inscriptions. For what it is worth, it seems likely
that most professionals who would encounter significant
numbers of  written documents in their line of  work
would gain sufficient proficiency in the language(s)
to perform their jobs, not unlike the orthographically
peculiar but readable Neo-Assyrian letter written by a
scribeless governor cited in Parpola’s study, “The Man
without a Scribe.” See André Lemaire, Les écoles et la
formation de la Bible dans l’ancien Israël, Orbis Bib-
licus et Orientalis, vol. 39 (Fribourg and Göttingen,
1981); David W. Jamieson-Drake, Scribes and Schools
in Monarchic Judah: A Socio-Archeological Approach,
Journal for the Study of  the Old Testament Supplement
Series, vol. 109 (Sheffield, 1991); Eric William Heaton,
The School Tradition of the Old Testament: The Bampton
Lectures for 1994 (New York, 1994); Susan Niditch,
Oral World and Written Word: Ancient Israelite Liter-
ature, Library of  Ancient Israel (Louisville, Kentucky,
1996); Simon B. Parker, Stories in Scripture and In-
scriptions: Comparative Studies on Narratives in North-
west Semitic Inscriptions and the Hebrew Bible (New
York, 1997); James L. Crenshaw, Education in Ancient
Israel: Across the Deafening Silence (New York, 1998);
Philip R. Davies, Scribes and Schools: The Canoniza-
tion of the Hebrew Scriptures (Louisville, Kentucky,
1998); I. M. Young, “Israelite Literacy: Interpreting the
Evidence, Part I,” VT 48 (1998): 239–53 and “Israelite
Literacy: Interpreting the Evidence, Part II,” VT 48
(1998): 408–22.
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